Social history and the history of socialism: French socialist municipalities in the 1890's by Joan Wattach SCOTT One of social history's contributions has been to examine in context, closely and concretely, events which ha+7e largely been analyzed from the perspective of national history or in terms of long-term evolutionary theories. The result has been a clearer picture of historical experience, the provision of greater detail about the lives of people irl the past, and a modification or revisiorl of previous generalizations. This paper is meant to exemplify one of the uses of social history for the study of the history of socialism.
It is, I hope, an appropriate tribute to Georges Haupt who contributed to the dialogue between social history and the history of socialism in his writings, lectures, and discussions with students both in France and the United States. It suffers from Georges' absence because if I had been able to discuss these issues with him, this paper would have been a better one, informed by his insight, knowledge and understanding. For the most part the murlicipal movement has been treated as a minor episode in the history of the national socialist movement. It has been used to illustrate reformist political strategy; described as an important step on the way to unity in 1905; and analyzed as a beginning of the integration of workers into French politics (2). On this last point the prediction, written in 1891, of M. Magnien, deputy from the Saone-et-Loire, has become the conclusion of many historians. Magnien urged the Chamber of Deputies not to change the date of the 1892 municipal election even though it coincided with May Day.
For my part [he wrote] I see no disadvantage in letting the May demonstration coincide with the municipal elections. To hold the elections early would perhaps gi^re the demonstration a significance it doesn't have: we would seem to be recoiling [in fear] from it. They say May 1 is a celebration of labor. An election is a celebration of universal suffrage. The two will become comingled and that will be all to the good ! (3).
From one perspective it is undeniable that municipal victories gave workers a sense that they could use the vote to their advantage and, perhaps even in the long run, to create socialism. Leaders like Guesde repeatedly told them as much (4). But from another angle that interpretation misses an important aspect of the municipal socialist experience. It ignores the motives of and the dilemmas faced by local socialists. In attempting to explain why a socialist revolution did not occur in France, it retrospectively assigns blame. Voting is equated with integration; the absence of revolution is seen as positive acceptance of membership in the French nation state. This interpretation substitutes a conclusion drawn from hindsight for an understanding of the historical experience of the 1890ts. A different look at the history of socialist municipalities leads to a reevaluation Ilot only of the local experience, but perhaps of the rlational movement's strategies as well.
* I
The socialists advocated the use of political rights to gain justice and equality. Indeed they looked to a long tradition in French history in which workers, democratically represented in the commune, had saved the Republic and instilled it with revolutionary purpose. The republican form of government, socialists said, made possible the realization of the revolutionary transformation of social and economic relationships implied in the idea they championed of K une republique sociale o. Political strategies implied that the sovereign people could make its will felt by voting. The municipal strategy had an additional purpose: to create within the bourgeois state an alternative model of government (5). In the town hall socialists claimed they had installed a new political system that exemplified the practices and values of the economic system they would one day create.
French socialist municipalities utilized political rights for subversive ends. The city hall in socialist hands was a defensive retre.at from, but not an abandonment of class struggle. In the face of what was proving to be an enduring capitalism and a repressive state, the socialists's municipal strategy aimed at creating a protected terrain within which class organizations and working class culture could survive.
Socialism at the municipal level offered an opportunity for the concrete exemplification of rhetorical phrases and abstract theory (6). It gave workers a powerful sense of belonging to a community united around its interests as a class. Although Possibilists disagreed with Guesdists about the efficacy of reform in a capitalist society, both groups enacted similar measures when they conquered a Hotel de Ville.
These measures have been classified under four rubrics: 1) revamping municipal finances, 2) creation of municipal enterprises, 3) encouraging and protecting organizational efforts of workers, 4) reform and extension of public assistance (7). Major transformations of the basis of taxation, as well as municipalisation of gas, water and transportation, when tried usually were prohibited by State authorities. Attempts to use city funds to set up free pharmacies or to provide free legal consultation were challenged and usually overruled by the Conseil d'Etat as violations of free enterprise. Thus most efforts of local socialists were directed to the third and fourth areas listed above: working class organization and welfare.
When a Hotel de Ville was in socialist hands all forms of working class activity were encouraged (8). In some areas, municipal funds were used to purchase a building for a Bourse du Travail thus guaranteeing its members against eviction by a landlord lArho disapproved of their politics. During strikes socialist municipal councils donated money to workers and their families. They underwrote the appearance in torn of national socialist celebrities. And they encouraged the formation of study groups, clubs and unions Above all, they provided protection from the police, the repressive arm and most immediate exemplification of state power.
The speeches and actions of socialists reiterate the theme of opposition to the police and so demonstrate its importance. At public meetings held to rally voters, build morale during strikes or explain socialist doctrine and recruit new followers, socialist orators invariably lashed out at the police. As if following a script. a speaker would interrupt his talk to mock the self-importance of the commis saire and reveal his identity.
Pointing to the back of the room, a speaker in Riom announced << That mouchard is here simply to spy on us )> (9).
As The remarks generally provided relief during an otherarise serious exposition. Crowds hooted and laughed) hurled epithets at the commissaires in the room and defiantly shouted revolutionary slogans in unison. These rnoments) repeated in town after town, welded the audience and speaker in a ritual denunciatioIl of their enemy. There was a sense of outrage and solidarity as socialists and their followers verbally attacked the police and displayed their determirlation to keep them from invading working class terrain-in this case the public meeting hall.
The experience in the lecture hall was reenacted on the streets, often though not rlecessarily during a strike. Murlicipal councillors and mayors then used authority of public office to prevent or challenge invasions of workers} rights by agents of the State. Events If the sense of the socialist municipality as a protector of working class organization was evident in confrontations with the police, it was even more explicit in social welfare policies. When socialists took office they allocated more money than had been spent by previous administrations for various forms of public assistance including food and clothing for needy children, sanitoria for sick children, maternity hospitals, creches, old age homes, public baths and strike benefits for workers. In addition to financial assistance, the councils tried to give the workers a sense of control over urban institutions by, for example, appointing workers in place of clerics to the boards of charitable institutions.
Not only did the socialists expand public assistance, they redefined their reasons for supporting it. In contrast to what they deemed the humiliating paternalism of previous administrations, they saw themselves fulfilling the obligations of society to guarantee the health, education and subsistence of its members. The obligations were likened to those of parents to children, of one family member to another. Indeed the << socialist conception >> the municipalities tried to realize was that of the rights and duties of family members (17). ( 17) MARPAUX, P. 387; STEELIN, P. 28! 4748* When, for example, the socialist Conseil Municipal of Roubas gave free clothing and hot lunches to school children, it acted as a surrogate family, substituting its functions for those of << the ruined and poor individual family destroyed by capitalist rule D (18). In discussing the creation of a sanitorium at the seashore for sick children, a Roubaisien socialist editor evoked the intimacy of parental emotions (vos petits, vos bebes mamans, nos chers marmots) arld attributed them to the socialist council:
Only the socialist commune can put into practice such generous ideas, because socialism in the commune transforms the commune into a big family (19).
The family meant egalitarianism and a willingness to share resources with those who needed them, unselfish devotion and loyalty to one's kin and the recognition of reciprocal duties and rights. In its idealized version at least, it was something one could turn to or depend on when all else failed: a place of last resort where personalized concern replaced bureaucratic disdain. By depicting socialism in these terms local leaders suggested an extension of resources and control to workers over decisions affecting the welfare of their families (20).
In France discussions of a need to protect the working class family seem to have intensified during the 1880's and 1890's. If the language of bourgeois reformers and socialists was often the same, their purposes nonetheless differed. While legislators of the Third Republic wanted a strong family to instill morality and discipline in the working class, socialists and trade unionists saw the family as a unit of economic protection and political resistance. The family was a cooperative, humanizing institution, a school for socialist values and class consciousness in a capitalist society.
Of course, working class ties long had been depicted in family or kinship terms. Fraternite, which depicted class relations as family relations, was the slogan of the French working class movement throughout the nineteenth century. Still in the 1890's> at the civil baptisms favored by socialist militants, god-parents solemnly pledged to instill in a child collectivist principles. Then << the lips of the child were wet with wine the wine of fraternity >> (21). But if fraternite was the cry of the working class in 1848 and in the 1890's, the image conjured up was different in the two periods. In 1848 fraterntte was meant literally as brotherhood, the brotherhood of craftsmen, the members of trade corporation. The emphasis was on male bonds and trade ties. Working relationships were like family relationship, The song reflects the sense of autonomy and control workers could have when they ran the city hall. It was their domain. As they did in the domestic foyer, so they reigned in the Hotel de Ville, though the capitalists continued as undisputed kings of the factories. The autonomy and corltrol were limited and narrow, local and protective, not national or offensive. Irldeed local political control was an alternative to, perhaps consolation for the economic wealth and power of factory owners. In the face of the intractability of capitalist and state power, socialists attempted to build enclaves of resistance and perpetuate a sense of working class non-acceptance ofJ if not active opposition to, a bourgeois republican France.
Even at this they did not entirely succeed. State authorities and local anti-socialists launched extensive campaigns to stem the socialist tide. Mayors were firled and arrested for << outrages against public authority >>. They were suspended and then disqualified from runrling for office because they had been convicted. In defiance of these suspensions, voters reelected their socialist mayors, only to have them Even if socialists were not everywhere eliminated from municipal office their power was weakened and their actions increasingly circumscribed by vigilant prefects and their aides. In this way, the potential of socialist cities to shelter working class populations was limited and sometimes destroyed. Indeed, it is in the interaction of socialist municipalities and state authority that the explanation for the failure of revolution must be sought. The socialist political strategy at the local and national levels reveals not the limits of socialist imagination but the power of French capitalism and the State.
A close examination of the words and actions of socialist municipal leaders in the 1890's calls into question the integrationist thesis. Workers who voted for socialists in municipal elections were not simply << buying in >> to French politics to assert their claims as a new interest group. That was how the State ultimately defined their actions; that was the lesson M. Magnien hoped to teach. But socialists were using the vote as a challenge to, not an endorsement of the bourgeois republican order. Especially at the municipal level, a socialist political victory could have tangible results. Capturing a city hall meant enlarging the domain of resistance to capitalism and creating a protected enclave within which resistance might be organized.
In one sense, the strategy failed, for it never won political power at the national level and certainly rlever fulfilled the professed revolutionary aspirations of the leaders. In another sense, however, it had noteworthy success. The extraordinary longevity of socialism in many municipalities and the strength of working class culture in France stem, at least in part, from the efforts begun in the 1890's by socialists in the communes.
Their experience suggests the need to reexamine the socialists' municipal strategy, not as a phase in the long-term evolution of ideology and formal national organizations, but in the context of he 1890's. The local experience deepens and complicates our understanding of the national experience. It perhaps also calls for a conceptualization of le mouvement social which thinks not in linear evolutionary terms, but in terms of different forms of struggle at different times by workers against capitalism and the nation-state.
